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[Kent Paterson is a public radio producer and journalist. He wrote Hot Empire of Chile, an
investigative look at New Mexico's chile-pepper industry].
A severe downturn in the Mexican and US economies has caused a significant downturn for the
maquiladora industry along the US-Mexico border. This is particularly the case in Ciudad Juarez, an
industrial city of 1.3 million residents. The downturn in the Juarez economy, in turn, has contributed
to a surge in crime and a rapid growth in domestic violence and other social ills.
Nearly 50,000 workers have lost their jobs in the local maquiladora industry since the middle of 2001.
Philips, Scientific Atlantic, and Arneses de Juarez are among dozens of companies that have laid off
workers or closed down entire plants. The city was recently shocked when Philips announced it was
transferring one of its Juarez production lines to China, where labor costs are lower.
The recent downturn is a sharp contrast to widespread optimism just a few years ago, when Juarez
export-assembly plants hired workers on the spot with US$100 sign-up bonuses. Unemployment
was virtually nonexistent, and factories were faced with such a labor crunch that they sent buses as
far south as Veracruz state to recruit workers. Radio and television spots promised incentives to new
workers, while sound trucks cruised city streets pleading for new recruits to enlist in the assemblyline army.
During that boom period, some local entrepreneurs like Jaime Bermudez, a developer of
maquiladora plants, boldly declared the maquiladora industry "the salvation of Mexico." Since
then, the industry's fortunes have fallen significantly along with the US economy, which is the
primary destination for products assembled by the maquiladora industry. Almost 550 maquiladora
plants in Mexico ceased operations between mid-2001 and mid-2002 because of depressed economic
conditions (see SourceMex, 2002-07-17).
Some workers who were laid off have yet to find employment. Those workers who did not lose their
jobs are having to work longer hours to keep production lines going. "The work environment is very
tense, people feel pressure because their workload is increasing," said Lauro Barco, who quit his
job earning US$75 a week as a quality-control inspector for a Juarez factory this year after forced
overtime made his life too stressful.
Veteran labor organizer Beatriz Lujan, who administers the Centro de Investigacion Laboral y
Asesoria, contends that the maquiladora crash has disrupted family life and aggravated poverty by
eliminating crucial company bonuses on which many workers depended to pay the bills. "People
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depended on [the bonuses] here in Juarez," said Lujan. Lujan, whose center is affiliated with
the independent labor union Frente Autentico de Trabajadores (FAT), cited the recent cases of
two infants murdered by their parents as a sign of the social desperation into which her city is
descending.

Downturn fosters domestic violence, other crimes
The growing social instability in Juarez has increased the importance of nonprofit organizations
like Casa Amiga, which was founded in 1999. Casa Amiga is the only rape-crisis and domesticviolence center for low-income workers in Juarez, Mari Elena Moreno, a counselor at Casa Amiga,
notes a "boom in business" since December, coinciding with a deepening of the recession in Juarez.
Statistics compiled by Casa Amiga show that the center handled 966 first-time cases between
January and July 2002, compared with 1,172 such cases for all of 2001 and 878 for 2000.
For the first half of 2002, Casa Amiga handled 6,974 first-time and ongoing cases. Almost a fullservice operation, Casa Amiga staff provide clients with psychological counseling, group therapy,
sex education, legal and medical referrals, and self-esteem building workshops. Moreno and other
staff members say that the number of people entering Casa Amiga's doors has grown to such a
degree that a two-week waiting list for some services recently had to be implemented. Moreno,
who frequently goes into the community, says someone usually stays behind after a presentation to
reveal her own personal tragedy. "It could be a victim of domestic violence, of rape, or child incest,"
says Moreno.
While staff members acknowledge that the spurt in referrals might stem from greater public
awareness about Casa Amiga, they also blame the economic crisis unsettling Juarez as a prime
culprit. "We haven't done a formal analysis, but we think [increased referral] is in large measure
a result of the economic crisis that we're going through in the city," said Maricela Gallegos, Casa
Amiga's coordinator of psychological services. "There's more frustration. When there's more
poverty, violence increases."
Besides offering on-site help, Casa Amiga staff venture into the schools, churches, factories, and
community centers of Juarez, where they offer training and talks. A traveling puppet show teaches
children how to protect themselves against sexual abuse. In Juarez, gender violence ranges from
beatings to macabre murders. Since 1993, more than 320 women have been murdered in Ciudad
Juarez, according to a recent El Paso Times investigation. At least 90 victims are believed to have
been murdered by a serial killer or killers. Dozens more young women and girls fitting the profiles
of earlier serial-killer victims remain missing.
Other victims died from domestic disputes turned deadly, drug-related executions, robberies,
stray bullets, and street-gang tiffs that turned into gun duels. A few days before last Christmas,
Casa Amiga's receptionist, 33-year-old Maria Luisa Carsoli, was stabbed to death by her estranged
husband in front of the center. Murder rates on the increase Paralleling the surge in violence against
women is an upward trend in the overall number of murders, including those of men.
Unofficial figures published this year by the daily newspaper Norte de Ciudad Juarez reported that
the border city experienced 183 murders of both sexes in 1999, 230 in 2000, and 156 in 2001. Unofficial
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statistics published by El Diario de Juarez list 215 murders for January-August, a sharp increase
from levels reported during the same period in 2001.
Casa Amiga staff note a heightened desperation in the lives of people they work with. Women
arrive at the center looking for work or food for their children. Sometimes staff even have to pay a
visitor's bus fare home. "There's no work in Ciudad Juarez," says Casa Amiga executive director
Esther Chavez. "The young women clamor for work. They don't want to work in bars. It's the only
alternative that's left for young women."
Despite its large population, Juarez has no full-time shelter for battered women and their children,
forcing many women to remain in abusive relationships because they simply have no other place
to go. "It destroys the soul to see an 11-year-old girl who is 7 months pregnant, or a woman whose
entire body has been burned by her husband," said Chavez. With domestic violence referrals to
Casa Amiga on the upswing, the center has had to engage in very creative financing to stay afloat.
In October 2001, the Juarez City Council cut a monthly appropriation for the center equivalent to US
$3,000, leading Chavez and her staff to wonder if Casa Amiga could even stay open. But Chavez now
views the loss of city funding as somewhat of a blessing in disguise, since a torrent of donations and
grants came in from other sources in Mexico and especially from the US.
In July, for instance, a group of university activists and community musicians in neighboring El
Paso, Texas, organized a benefit rock concert to raise awareness about violence against women in
Juarez and funds for Casa Amiga. That event alone netted US$20,000 for the organization. "A check
from Minnesota for US$459 was sent to us the other day from people who know our situation and
are doing their bit so we can continue," said Chavez. While the maquiladora business pulls back
in Juarez, Casa Amiga plans to expand its services. On the wish list is opening a second center in
southeast Juarez, a section of the city that is home to many poor women.
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